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The Formative Years: 1950-1962

CMH Files

Introduction

In 1950 the United States began to grant military aid to the
French forces in Indochina in an cffort to avert a Communist take-
over of Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam. From that time U.S. mili-
tary assistance, adapted to the increasing Communist threat, de-
veloped in three phases: military advice and assistance; operational
support of the South Vietnamese armed forces; and, finally, the
introduction of U.S. combat forces. The U.S. armed forces in cach
of these phases were fulfilling their mission under the U.S. policy
of ensuring the freedom of Indochina and specifically the freedom
of South Vietnam.

The direction, control, and administration of U.S. armed forces
throughout this period of U.S. commitment initially was vested
in a military assistance advisory group and, beginning in 1962, in
the Military Assistance Command, Vietnam. Both headquarters
had joint staffs with representatives from all the armed services.
Since the U.S. Army had the largest share of the mission of ad-
vising, training, and supporting the South Vietnamese armed
forces, U.S. Army representation on the joint staffs and in the ficld
was proportionately greater than that of the other services. The
U.S. Army also provided the commanders of the Military As-
sistance Advisory Group and the Military Assistance Command,
Vietnam.

The U.S. Military Assistance Command, Vietnam, was a
unified command, more specifically a subordinate unified com-
mand, under the Commander in Chief, Pacific. Precedents for
such an arrangement are found in the command and control struc-
tures of World War I[. Lessons from that experience played an
important role in establishing the doctrine for unified commands
that, with modifications, was applied to the Korean War and the
Vietnam conflict.
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Joint Doctrine for Unified Commands

A unified command is a joint force of two or more service com-
ponents under a single commander, constituted and designated by

P —————————
Vice-President Richard M. Nixon'inspects troops, 1953
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The Vietnam War

. ' h - : X the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Generally, a unified command will have
CMH Files . ;4 Vo ST I : ok s
a broad, continuing mission that requires execution by significant
forces of two or more services under single strategic direction. This
was the case in South Vietnam.

The current doctrine for unified commands i1s based on the
National Security Act of 1947, which authorized the cstablishment
of unified commands in the U.S. armed forces. In 1958 an amend-
ment to the act authorized the President to establish unified com-
mands to carry out broad and continuing operations. Developing
doctrine concerning the organization and operations of U.S. uni-
fied commands is the responsibility of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.
The “JCS Unified Command Plan™ and JCS Publication 2: Umnited
Action Armed Forces (UNAAK) provide the guidelines governing the
responsibilities of commanders in unified (multiservice) and speci-
fied (single service) forces. These publications include doctrine
for unified operations and training.

The three military departments, under their respective service
secretaries, organize, train, and equip forces for assignment to
unified and specified commands. It is also the responsibility of the
departments to give administrative and logistical support to the
forces assigned to the unified commands. One of the primary func-
uouns of the Deparuncut of the Army, for example, is to organize,
train, and equip Army forces for the conduct of prompt and sus-
tained combat operations on Jand in order to defcat enemy land
forces and to seize, occupy, and defend land areas.

Effective application of military power requires closcly inte-
grated cfforts by the individual services. It is essential, thercfore,
that unity of effort is maintained throughout the organizational
structures as well. This goal is achieved through two scparate chains
of command-—operational and administrative. Operational con-
trol runs from the President to the Secrctary of Defense to the
Joint Chiefs of Staff to the unified commands. The administrative-
logistical chain of command runs from the President to the Secretary
of Defense to the secretaries of the military departments and then
to the service components of the unified commands.

The Joint Chicfs of Staff have defined the duties of unified and
specified commanders who use the forces provided by the military
departments. The Joint Chiefs establish policy concerning the
. | . command, organization, operations, intelligence, logistics, and
\ ‘ | ' ' administration of service forces and their training for joint opera-

\ - tions. These guidelines also apply to subunified commands.

st B S - : Army doctrine for unificd commands is set forth in FM 700-75:
Larger Units, Theater Army Corps (December 1968). In this docu-
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General']. Lawton Collins, US"Army Chief of Statf, in'Hanoi, Oct'1951

www.history.army.mil 3 U.S. Army Center of Military History



The Vietnam War

Chp 1: 1945-54 Following the French Sec 3: US Advisory Support to the French, 1950-54 4

CMH Files

www.history.army.mil 4 U.S. Army Center of Military History



ment, Army policy governing command in a theater of operations
during wartime varies from that presented by the Joint Chiefs.
According to the Joint Chiefs, the unified commander does not
additionally serve as a commander of any service component or
another subordinate command unless authorized by the establishing
authority. Current Army doctrine states:

During peacetime the theater army commander normally commands
all Army troops, acmmcs, and installations assigned to the theater. [[{ow-
ever| . . . during wartime, the theater commander normally withdraws
from the (hca(cr army commander operational control of army combat
forces, theater army air defense forces, combart support forces, and other
specified units required to accomplish the theater operational mission.
The theater commander, therefore, normally exercises operational com-
mand of most tactical ground forces during wartime. . . . Exception-
ally, during wartime the theater commander may direct the theater army
commander to retain operational control of US ground force operations.
In this instance, the theater army commander provides strategic and
tactical direction to field armies and other tactical forces.

g 5&;& w& M(::w @Mﬁ.
et "i ‘}n

Both doctrines; however, agree that the commander of a sub-
ordinate unified command set up by a unified command with ap-
proval of the Secretary of Defense has responsibilities, authorities,
and functions similar to those of the commander of a unified com-
mand, established by the President.

Component and subunified commands are subordinate to the
unified command in operational matters. In other words, the
unified commander has operational command of these elements.
The term “operational command™ applies to the authority exercised
by the commanders of unified commands. It is also used in other
command situations such as combined commands. No commander
is given more authority than he needs to accomplish his mission.
The unified commander’s instructions may be quite specific; the
component commander, however, is usually given sufficient lati-
tude to decide how best to use his forces to carry out the missions
and tasks assigned to him by the unified commander. The sub-
unified commander has the same authority as a unified commander
over the elements in his command. The structure and organization
of a subunified command arc determined by the missions and tasks
assigned to the commander, the volume and scope of the opera-
tions, and the forces available. With these factors in mind, the
organization of a subunified command should be designed on the
principles of centralized direction, decentralized execution, and
common doctrine. Thus the integrity of the individual services is
preserved.
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The Vietnam War

The Beginming of U.S. Support te Vielnam

The U.S. command and control organization for directing and
administering American military assistance for Vietnam was in-
fluenced by World War 11 and Korecan precedents. L'he origins of
American military assistance policies developed after World War
IT are found in the aggressive expansionist policies of the USSR
and the need to strengthen the [ree nations of the world, whose
security was vital to the United States. Out of the U.S. resolve to
assist the Free World grew the North Adantic Treaty Organiza-
tion (NATO) in 1949 and the Southeast Asia Treaty Organiza-
tion (SEATO) in 1954, established after France had lost in Indo-
china. Since U.S. military assistance to Indochina in general and
to Vietnam in particular was channeled through France during
the first Indochina War (1946 1954), French influence was felt
strongly in the early 1950s and also had its effect on the organiza-
tion and operation of the U.S. Military Assistance Group in Indo-
china.

Military assistance after World War Il was authorized on a
regional, comprehensive scale by the Mutual Defense Assistance
Act of 6 October 1949. Its chief objective was to strengthen the
North Atlantic Ireaty Organization, in which France was a key
member. At the time, France was heavily engaged in the first
Indochina War and U.S. military assistance to Southeast Asia
began to increase steadily. To supplement military assistance with
economic aid, the U.S. Congress a year later sanctioned technical
aid to underdeveloped nations by passing the Act for International
Development, popularly known as the Point Four Program. In
1951 the two acts, along with other similar measures, were consoli-
dated in the Mutual Security Act, which was revised again in
1953 and 1954 10 meet the needs of the expanding Mutual Security
program. An essential condition to be met before ULS. assistance
could be given under this legislation was the conclusion of bilateral
agreements between the United States and the recipient nation,
which included the assurances that assistance would be reciprocal,
that any equipment and information furnished would be sccured,
and especially that equipment would not be retransferred without
U.S. consent.

Since it was the policy of the United States to support the
peaceful and democratic evolution of nations toward sclf-govern-
ment and independence, the State of Vietnam and the kingdoms
of Laos and Cambodia could not receive U.S. military assistance
as long as they were ruled by France. Not until February 1950,
after the French parliament had ratified agreements granting a

,STea Ajreq ay [, proddng pue 01ApY,, wroay 1d190x5
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degree of autonomy to the Associated States of Indochina (Vietnam, g2 Tl .l : A .-n e n‘ NN - i
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government recognize these states and respond to French and RU-92(1-FN, bay 190() 5007

Vietnamese requests for military and economic aid. e

MAAG, Indochina: The Forerunner

On 8 May 1950 Secretary of State Dean G. Acheson concluded
consultations with the French government in Paris and announced
that the situation in Southeast Asia warranted both economic aid
and military equipment for the Associated States of Indochina and
for France. To supervise the flow of military assistance, Secretary
of Defense George C. Marshall approved the establishment of a
small military assistance advisory group. l'otal authorized strength
at the time of its activation was 128 men. The first members of the
group arrived in Saigon on 3 August 1950. After the necessary or-
ganizational tasks were completed, a provisional detachment—
Military Assistance Advisory Group (MAAG), Indochina—was
organized on 17 September and assembled in the Saigon-Cholon
arca on 20 November 1950. The original structure, though tem-
porary, provided for service representation by setting up Army,
Navy, and Air Force sections within the group.

Military aid agreements between the United States and the
governments of Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, and France were signed
in Saigon on 23 December 1950. Known as the Pentalateral Agree-
ments, these accords formed the basis of U.S. economic and military
support, U.S. military assistance was administered by the newly
constituted Military Assistance Advisory Group, Indochina. Its
first chief was Brigadier General Francis G. Brink, who had as-
sumed command on 10 October 1950. General Brink’s main re-
sponsibility was to manage the U.S. military assistance program for
Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos and to provide logistical support
for the French Union forces. Military training of Victnamese units
remained in the hands of the French Expeditionary Corps, and
personnel of the U.S. advisory group had little, if any, influence
and no authority in this matter. Because of this restriction, the
chief function of the Military Assistance Advisory Group during
the carly vears of U.S. commitment in Indochina was to make sure
that equipment supplied by the United States reached its pre- B ]
scribed destination and that it was properly maintained by French LEGEND
Union forces. < :

On 31 July 1952 General Brink was succeeded as chief of the © Infantry battalicn (regular)
advisory group by Major General Thomas J. H. Trapnell, who
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Viet Minh deployment
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held this position for almost two years. The U.S. chain of command G Raglons SRR §00f9 wr 30, 1953
during 1950-1954 ran from the President, as Commander in Chief, /\ Attillery ot ontiairereft or engincer tattallon _
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GENERAL BrRINk GENERAL TRAPNELL

to the Department of the Navy (acting as executive agency), to the
Commander in Chief, Pacific, and then to the chief of the Military
Assistance Advisory Group in Indochina. Early in this period, the
chiefs of the advisory groups dealt mainly with the Commander in
Chief, Pacific, but when the war began to go badly for the French,
higher authorities in Washington, including the President, took a
more immediate interest. Increasingly, Washington became con-
cerned about the effectiveness of U.S. military aid to the French
Union forces, the expansion of the Vietnamese National Army, and
the conduct of the war.

To assess the value and effectiveness of U.S. military aid and to
try to exert influence in at least some proportion to the growing
U.S. commitment, Admiral Arthur W. Radford, Commander in
Chief, Pacific, sent Licutenant General John W. O’Daniel, Com-
manding General, U.S. Army, Pacific, on three trips to Indochina.
General O'Daniel’s visits were made after General Jean de Lattre
de Tassigny had been replaced by General Raoul Salan on 1 April
1952, and after General Henri-Eugéne Navarre had succeeded

,STedx Afreq oy, 110ddng pue 9d1Apy,, woay jdreoxy

General Salan in May of the following year. General O’Daniel’s
efforts to observe the activities of the French command were only
moderately successful. In no way was he able to influence either
plans or operations.
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General Navarre realized from the beginning that the French
Union forces were overextended and tied to defensive positions. He
therefore developed a military plan, subsequently named after him,

that called for expanding the Victnamese National Army and as-
signing it the defensive missions, thus releasing French forces for
mobile operations. General Navarre also intended to form more
light mobile battalions, and he expected reinforcements from
France. With additonal U.S. arms and equipment for his forces,
Navarre planned to hold the Red River Delta and Cochinchina
while building up his mobile reserves. By avoiding decisive battles
during the dry scason from October 1953 to April 1954, Navarre
hoped to assemble his mobile strike forces for an offensive that by
1955 would result in a draw at least. The military plan had a
pacification counterpart that would secure the arcas under Viet
Minh influence.

His plans were unsuccessful, however, despite increased U.S.
shipments of arms and equipment. The French politely but firmly
prevented American advisers and General O’Daniel from inter-
vening in what they considered their own business. Following in-
structions from Paris to block the Communist advance into Laos,
General Navarre in November 1953 decided to occupy and defend
Dien Bien Phu. This fatal decision was based on grave miscalcula-
tions, and the Viet Minh overran Dien Bien Phu on 8 May 1954,
Their tactical victory marked the end of effective French military
operations in the first Indochina War, although fighting continued
until 20 July, the date the Geneva Accords were signed.

CMH Files
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The Geneva Accords

The Geneva Accords of 20 July 1954 officially ended the fighting
in Indochina. As a condition for its participation in the Geneva
conference, the United States stipulated that an armistice agreement
must at least preserve the southern half of Vietnam. This prereq-
uisite was fulfilled by dividing Vietnam at the 17th parallel. The
Geneva agreement also gave independence to Laos and Cambeodia,
Neither the United States nor the government of South Vietnam
formally acknowledged the Geneva Accords, but in a separate,
unilateral declaration the United States agreed to adhere to the
terms of the agreements.

Some of the provisions contained in articles of the Geneva agree-
ments were to have unforeseen and lasting effects on the organiza-
tion and application of U.S. military assistance and on the de-
veloping command and control arrangements of the U.S. Military
Assistance Advisory Group. Among these provisions was Article
16, which prohibited the introduction into Vietnam of troops and
other military personnel that had not been in the country at the
tme of the cease-fire. The provision also fixed the number of ad-
visers in the military assistance group at 888, the total number of

et Minhan rench officials ‘oversee transter o powerin iianol

CMH Files

French and Americans in the country on the armistice date. Of
the total, the French representation consisted of 262 advisers with
the military assistance group and 284 with the Vietnamese Navy
and Air Force. Of the 342 Americans only 128 were advisers, as
originally authorized before the cease-fire. The remaining spaces
were filled on an emergency basis, temporarily with fifteen officers,
newly assigned, and almost two hundred Air Force technicians.
These technicians were in Vietnam because they had accompanied
forty aircraft given to the French early in 1954, Even though the
U.S. advisory role in Vietnam was about to change drastically, the
magic figure of 342 was on the board and would be difficult to alter.

Articles 1719 contained restrictions regarding weapons, cquip-
ment, ammunition, bases, and military alliances. Shipment of new
types of arms, ammunition, and materiel was forbidden. Only on
a piece-by-piece basis could worn-out or defective items be re-
placed, and then only through designated control points. Neither
North nor South Vietnam was to establish new military bases, nor
could any foreign power exercise control over a military base in
Vietnam. Furthermore, neither the North nor the South was to
enter into any military alliance or allow itself to be used as an

m instrument for the resumption of hostilities.
enegotiation'room 1n Faris torthe (Geneva Accords
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